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T H E  GROWTH O F  CAVA 
MEDIEVAL LITERATURE CONTAINS MANY REFERENCES TO 
EFFERVESCENT WINES, WHICH CAN BE CONSIDERED THE MOST 
REMOTE FORERUNNERS OF WINE AND CHAMPAGNE. IN 1340, 
FRANCESC EIXIMENIS TALKS OF "THE TINGLING WINES" AND 
TWELVE YEARS LATER ANSELM TURMEDA WROTE ABOUT "THE 
SUBTLE 
r he day one of the charaders of the television series "Dallas" ap- peared with a bottle of Delapier- 
re glacé in his hand, savouring the con- 
quest of one of Ewing Oil's more specta- 
cular employees, the programme's pro- 
ducers were in fad  paying tribute to the 
success that "cava" is enjoying on the 
North American market and recognizing 
its equal standing with the French cham- 
pagne traditionally used on the screen as 
the infallible weapon of those gentlemen 
who prefer blondes or marry brunettes. In 
fact, Freixenet, of which a million bottles a 
year are produced in California, or 
Codorníu, which holds the record for pro- 
duction, with 55 million bottles, are now 
familiar produds in American supermar- 
kets, competing, both in price and quality, 
with French champagne, whose pro- 
ducers look on in astonishment at this 
foaming flood of cava; their only conso- 
lation, the pyrrhic victory acheived in the 
Common Market dependencies, con- 
sisting in the medium term prohibition of 
any mention on the label of the méthode 
champenoise by which cava is made. 
Medieval literature contains many re- 
ferences to effervescent wines, which can 
be considered the most remote forerun- 
ners of wine and champagne. In 1340, 
Francesc Eiximenis talks of "the tingling - 
wines" and twelve years later Anselm Tur- 
meda wrote about "the subtle wines". 
Nevertheless, these knowledgeable epis- 
tles of the fourteenth century alchemists 
on "the leaping wines'', as they were also 
called, have been unjustly forgotten in 
favour of Pierre Perignon, a French Bene- 
dictine monk and procurator of the abbey 
of Hautvillers, in the region of Cham- 
pagne, who studied the tendency that the 
white wines of the area had to produce 
foam, and in about 1650 discovered the 
way to preserve and tame this natural ef- 
fervescence produced by the second fer- 
mentation. A century later, this made 
possible the birth of champagne. 
It was in the Penedes region, in 1 850, and 
in view of the success that French cham- 
pagne was enjoying, that Josep Raventós, 
the descendant of a long line of local vint- 
nen, started to experiment with a similar 
formula, which culminated in 1872 with 
the production of the first bottles of 
sparkling wine. Fifteen years later, in the 
vineyards of Espiells, in the parish of Sant 
Sadurní dtAnoia, the first outbreak of phy- 
lloxera was discovered. What was at first 
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considered to be a terrible plague turned 
out in time to be a natural blessing in 
disguise. The affected vines were re- 
placed with American stocks onto which 
were grafted different varieties, the most 
frequent being the xarel.10, macabeu and 
parellada types, the basis of modern-day 
cava. In 1902, Alfonso Xlll gave a boost 
to this unique drink when he visited the 
area and had the local sparkling wine 
sent to the Court. During the Fint World 
War, the Sant Sadurní cava lived a period 
of glory as the fashionable drink among 
the bourgeoisie and the night revellers of 
the beginning of the century. Barcelona 
had become a refuge for the French 
cabaret owners, who preferred the 
Catalan capital to the roar of battle. Not 
very many years earlier, Josep Raventós, 
the father of this bubbling Catalan child, 
had advised his son: 'You know what? 
Leave the champagne; there's no future in 
¡t. Wetve been losing for 25 years now". 
Real success for cava arrived in the sixties 
and was worldwide by the eighties. 
Freixenet is one of the few multinational 
companies in Spain. It is run by Josep Fer- 
rer, whose grandfather founded the com- 
pany in 1889 on the Freixeneda prop- 
e*. Freixenet made its first attempt to en- 
ter the American market in 1935, taking 
advantage of the end of abolition, and 
would have succeeded had it not been for 
the Spanish Civil War. Freixenet has its 
own cellars in the USA and Mexico and 
has allowed itself the pleasure of buying 
the champagne firm Henri Abelé, the third 
oldest in France, based in Reims. "Na- 
poleon used to drink this champagne", 
Ferrer tells everyone. 
Codorníu, its rival, is an established firm in 
the region, the Raventós family having 
been making wine since 1659. They pro- 
duce 55 million bottles, more than the 
three top French companies -Moet, 
Mumm and Veuve Cligot- put together. 
Their cellar is popular with visitors, espe- 
cially due to its being part of a Modernist 
building designed by Josep Puig i Cada- 
falch and Lluís Bonet Garí. Codorníu con- 
trols 58 % of the European export market 
in cava. 
But as well as these giants, there are also 
a number of companies -more than 
70- whose products are appreciated by 
the most demanding palates. Some are 
beginning to have a certain irnportance: 
Mestres, Juvé i Camps, Torelló, Recaredo. 
Others are very small, like the Mir or the 
Vidal cellars, that produce barely 30,000 
bottles. The gastronomist José Peñín, in an 
article comparing cavas and cham- 
pagnes, draws special attention to the 
following Catalan brands: Ferrer Brut Na- 
ture, Segura Viudas Brut Vintage and Na- 
da1 Brut Satvage as the most outstanding, 
followed by Freixenet Brut Nature, Par- 
xet, Monistrol Brut Selección, Vallformosa 
Brut, Cavas Hill Brut and finally on his list 
are Juvé Camps Brut, Raimat Chardonnay 
and Mont Ferrant Brut Nature. 
More than 90 % of the cava of Spain is 
produced in the Penedes, a region of 
serene beauty, of vineyards and peasants, 
just 40 kilometres south of Barcelona by 
motorway. It stretches from the Mediter- 
ranean to the mountain of Montserrat, 
and its mild climate offers the best possible 
conditions for the vines. Not part of the 
usual tourist routes, but a frequent outing 
for the inhabitants of Barcelona, its two 
major centres of interest are Sant Sadurni 
and Vilafranca. Sant Sadurní is the capital 
of cava and Vilafranca is the capital of the 
region. In the first, visiton can seek out 
cavas that escape widespread publicity 
but are none the less appetizing, or go 
round the cellars where the grape juice 
ferments. In the second, one can visit the 
Vilafranca Museum or the Wine Museum, 
where the history of cava and its people is 
on show, or eat in a restaurant off the 
road to Vilanova, whose name, "Celler 
del Penedes", speaks for itself. 
Students of cava say it should be drunk 
from a conical glass, with a pointed 
bottom to encourage the bubbles to rise. 
The dry and the Brut are the most recom- 
mended. The elegant way to drink it is 
with oysten at dawn, like Orson Welles. 
But it can de drunk at any hour, thanks to 
its relatively low alcoholic content, as an 
aperitif or in mixed drinks. In Barcelona, 
over the last four years, a new type of bar 
has appeared, the xampanyeries, which, 
in spite of their name, serve mainly 
Catalan cava. The New York Times itself 
recently published an article about them. 
In Sant Sadurní dtAnoia, an olympic city, 
since it will be host to the hockey compe- 
titions, it is felt that the 1992 Barcelona 
Games will be a great boost to cava. It 
will be precisely at the end of 1 992 that its 
bottles of sparkling wine will no longer be 
able to bear the expression méthode 
champenoise. But by then it is expeded 
that the "war with the French" will be 
practically won. • 
